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Introduction and Overview 

Chairman Miller, Ranking Member Broun, and Members of the Committee, thank you 

for inviting me to testify today with this distinguished panel about oversight of the American 

Recovery and Reinvestment of 2009 (ARRA).  My name is Eric Gillespie and I am the Chief 

Information Officer at Onvia, a 12-year-old, NASDAQ-traded information services company 

based in Seattle, Washington. 

Simply stated, our business model provides a comprehensive view of government 

spending to companies that desire to sell their goods and services to agencies around the country. 

We were purpose-built to track government purchasing events in the State, Local and Education 

marketplace and are the widely recognized leader in this space.  

Our business at Onvia is comprised of two distinct parts. On one side, we facilitate 

procurement and vendor management for State, Local and Education agencies through an 

eProcurement portal. We have more than 6,000 government users and more than 50,000 business 

users, and we drive procurement compliance via both technology and process. As an aside, this 

part of our business was started with a small Department of Commerce grant many years ago to 

help disadvantaged business gain access to government contracts.  

On the other side, we have a data subscription product that is designed to assist 

companies that do business with the government. In total, we cover more than 89,000 State, 

Local and Education entities and have more than 8,000 paying subscribers. We also partner with 

organizations such as local Chambers of Commerce to provide government contract visibility for 

their members.  

Our products contain information about government spending, built up from millions of 

goods and services transactions from across every industry vertical – from Construction, 

Engineering, and Architecture to Healthcare, Energy, Water, and Information Technology.  

As draft versions of the stimulus bill were being published by the House and Senate at the 

beginning of the year, my team and I recognized that Recovery Act funds would be primarily 

distributed through existing programs, from Federal agencies to States, Counties and Cities, and 
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these funds would ultimately end up in the hands of contractors and subcontractors who would 

create jobs outside the beltway.  

Based on our experience we believed then as we do today that we have a unique 

perspective to offer about filling the visibility gaps in the current flow of capital from D.C. out to 

the thousands of government agencies that perform various functions in the communities in 

which we all live. 

To that end, over the past four months we have met with a variety of agency and 

Administration officials at the Office of Management and Budget, the TIGER team at the 

Department of Transportation, the Small Business Administration, many members of Congress 

and their staff, and government watchdog groups here in D.C., among others.  

Throughout this journey we have attempted to serve as a resource to Federal, State and 

Local governments, offering advice, consulting, data and information, and technology solutions 

to help solve the seemingly intractable problem of knowing where every dollar of Recovery 

funds is being spent.  

Current State of Recovery Act Tracking 

The Administration has stated unequivocally that this unprecedented spending requires an 

unprecedented level of accountability and transparency. Both the House and the Senate included 

language in the draft Recovery legislation and amendments as they made their way through 

Congress that would have tracked every dollar of spending, accurately and in real-time, but key 

accountability provisions that would have tracked theses dollars down to the subcontractor level 

were not included in the final bill.   

The transparency provisions that did survive in ARRA were set in motion with the 

passage of the Federal Funding Accountability and Transparency Act of 2006 which laid the 

basic foundation for collecting and exposing information about Federal appropriations. Although 

it has taken several years to enforce compliance and coordinate reporting, as examples of 

successful Federal data systems the FedBizOpps.gov (FBO) website provides a single view into 
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procurement across agencies at the Federal level, and the USASpending.gov website provides 

online transparency into those purchasing events. 

As you well know, there is no parent-child relationship between the Federal, State, 

County, and Municipal governments and thus there is no comparable FBO-USASpending 

platform for State, Local and Education procurement. In actuality there are almost as many 

programs, rules, and platforms as there are agencies around the country.  

OMB has now issued two sets of complex, sometimes conflicting, directives in an 

attempt to clarify what information should be tracked, to what level of government, and how it 

should be reported as part of ARRA. These directives focus almost exclusively on Federal 

agency compliance and ignore the fact that most spending will occur at the State and Local level 

by State and Local officials.  

Further complicating this, by design the States function independently from the Federal 

government and that separation of governmental powers is core to our Constitution. The States 

exist in part to preserve freedom, and attempts to centralize and control the flow of information 

at the Federal level are often met with resistance. Constitutional scholars will likely have heated 

debates about how the Administration should track data from the largest spending initiative in 

the history of civilization without setting a precedent of Soviet-like, centralized information 

control. 

These combined issues create a “transparency barrier” that limits visibility into how 

funds are spent between the Federal government and State, Local and Education agencies around 

the county. The situation everyone wants to avoid is that in which Recovery Act money will 

have been spent and untold amounts will have been lost, particularly at the State and Local level, 

before anyone is fully aware of the loss. The Government Accountability Office (GAO) recently 

pointed out that States are already struggling with how to oversee and manage stimulus 

expenditures.  
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The Transparency Barrier 

Transparency and reporting to both Congress and the public at large, with full disclosure 

of all entities, public and private, receiving funding from ARRA, tracking grants and subgrants, 

contracts and subcontracts, obligations and certifications, and authenticating the sources of this 

data, serves as the backdrop for defining the key challenges. Establishing accurate and timely job 

creation metrics adds yet another level of complexity.  

The market is highly fragmented: there are more than 89,000 State, Local and Education 

entities across the country, and an estimated 20,000 of these will receive a portion of funds from 

ARRA. In addition there are hundreds of thousands of officials at these agencies who will have a 

role in procuring goods and services with ARRA funds, and there are more than three million 

businesses that are qualified to bid on ARRA-funded projects. You can see from these numbers 

how the sheer magnitude quickly creates an intractable problem, especially when placed on an 

aggressive timeline.  

The transparency barrier that exists between the Federal government and State and Local 

government has been exposed with the passage of the ARRA and with the speed at which these 

funds are being approved and disbursed.  

Consider the example below of a typical capital flow from Congress to local 

subcontractors in the Recovery Act:  
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Congress, the Administration, the States, the Municipalities, and the American people are 

all attempting to track where capital is being obligated and spent at the local level; this 

transparency barrier prevents that. Both the legislation and the directives from the Office of 

Management and Budget focus on Federal agencies and Federal contractors, but largely ignore 

money that is spent at the local level and do not provide for tracking the ultimate recipients of the 

funds – the contractors and subcontractors. With the burden of tracking spending at a local level, 

Counties and Cities are beginning to feel like they will be the scapegoats for misused funds. 

There are four key challenges which must be addressed in order to see through the 

opacity. First, untangling the vast amount of unstructured data across these sundry entities is a 

Herculean task. Each entity has its own set of rules and workflow that address procurement, 

formats for solicitations, reporting requirements for contract awards, vendor qualification, 

vendor lists, and data persistence among many other areas. The categorization and compliance 

issues faced by the Federal government in implementing FBO.gov and the Federal Procurement 
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Data System (FPDS) over a number of years are similar, although given the wide dispersion of 

the State, Local and Education market the complexity is several orders of magnitude greater 

when attempting to track ARRA funds.  

Once a canonical view of the entities is established, the second primary challenge can 

begin to be addressed: authentication of entities and their executives tasked with certifying the 

ARRA spending. A structured registration and validation process is required to ensure data 

integrity, along with a basic support center to handle basic compliance questions and simple 

account issues like password resets. Executive certification is compounded by entities mixing 

stimulus funds with general funds at the local level and tracking projects that are only partially 

funded by stimulus dollars, highlighting that self-reporting by fund recipients is certain to be 

fraught with inaccuracy and latency. A method of objective and independent compliance 

reporting is necessary to ensure stipulations like “use it or lose it” are followed.  

 The third challenge is societal and technological. Ubiquitous Web 2.0 technologies, 

principally in the private sector but increasingly in the public sector, have raised the expectations 

of the American people in terms of their ability to navigate complex information through 

relatively simple interfaces. Deep data sets and corresponding real-time reporting engines are 

presumed in the case of available government data as there is an abundance of information in the 

government market; the public expects the experience they get elsewhere on the web from what 

has been described as “the most technologically savvy Administration.” 

The fourth challenge is the incredibly aggressive timeline on which funds are being 

dispersed. An “aggressive but realistic” plan to achieve the transparency and accountability goals 

of the Administration is required. The need to get capital moving in local economies, to create 

jobs as rapidly as possible, combined with the unprecedented level of spending, presents an 

opportunity for unprecedented waste and fraud. The Chairman of the Recovery Accountability 

and Transparency Board, Earl Devaney, estimated that $55 billion of taxpayer dollars may be 

lost to fraud, which is particularly true at the State and Local level where the Administration has 

very limited visibility. That’s five times the entire GDP of Afghanistan; about the same as the 

GDP of Vietnam, Luxembourg, and Ecuador; and half the GDP of New Zealand, Egypt and Iraq. 
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According to figures from the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, the fraud alone 

in our ARRA spending will be the 60th largest economy in the world. Eliminating the 

transparency barrier with only a 1% improvement in fraud would save the American taxpayers 

$550 million. With the aggressive timeline there is simply not an opportunity to spend months, 

or compared to some implementation cycles years, developing a delivery platform, and there is 

little opportunity to stop waste before it starts rather than relying on investigations after spending 

occurs.  

Technology Platform 

We appreciate the scope of the technical challenges associated with trying to track 

Recovery Act spending. There are likely many ways to solve this problem technologically. We 

began solving it over a decade ago and have developed a proprietary, dynamic platform with 

hundreds of servers, thousands of custom software programs, deep web search technologies, 

scanning and optical character recognition functions for hard copy material, and on-demand 

Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request processing. Our technologists and researchers have 

many years of experience in this arena and are constantly looking for new and innovative ways 

to meet these tracking challenges. We provide a standardized view of the public record with 

these solutions.  

When looking for a comparable analog for the technology footprint required to track 

spending on a Federal scale, consider both the “revenue side” and the “expense side” of the 

Federal budget. On the revenue side, the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) tracks flows of capital 

in granular detail; every citizen and entity in the country reports their income, number of 

dependents, profits and losses on investments, the home they own and interest paid on their 

mortgage, and the taxes paid on the car they purchased, as examples. On the expense side where 

the purchase of goods and services occurs, the government marketplace is by far the largest 

“industry” vertical; citizens, businesses, non-profit organizations, State and Local agencies, and 

schools are involved in spending. However, the level of transparency and tracking on the 

expense side pales in comparison to that on the revenue side. From a technology perspective the 

IRS is able to sift through massive amounts of data on the revenue side because they have 
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established standardized forms for processing, invested in large data centers, and employ 

countless programmers. For the Federal government the expense side of the equation is no less 

complex than the revenue side, it just isn’t tracked and reported with the same veracity.  

Until recently Americans have tolerated a lack of transparency in governmental spending. 

The shift toward intolerance is being driven by the advance of technology, the internet, and the 

assumption that information should be and is easily accessible; the internet generation has a new 

set of expectations. There has also been a recent groundswell of ARRA expectations established 

with the many statements made by President Obama about transparency, accountability, and 

efficacy. 

The Development of Recovery.org 

With the expected beneficiaries of these funds being a diverse group of mostly small and 

medium businesses, economists agree that the "flywheel effect" of job creation from these 

stimulus dollars will happen principally in local communities. Many of these beneficiaries are 

subcontractors to prime contractors who have been awarded a contract by a State or Local 

agency. 

Given our subject matter expertise in this area we believed that in the short-term it would 

be difficult to provide visibility to the American taxpayers for every dollar of stimulus spending. 

At the end of March we launched a website called Recovery.org which is principally targeted at 

companies that do business with the government. At Recovery.org we post early notices of 

projects, RFPs, bid documents, amendments to these documents, and award information about 

contractor and subcontractor recipients of stimulus funds, and we do this as close to “real-time” 

as possible.  

It took us about two weeks to develop and launch the site, and it has a somewhat 

simplistic interface which allows the user to select from combinations of State, County and City. 

It produces obligation and spending results as transactions occur every day in those geographies. 

We are currently in the process of making the site navigable via an interactive map so that users 
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can drill down to their community and see the spending that is most important to them via zoom 

controls.  

Given the time constrained “use it or lose it” provisions contained in the legislation the 

bulk of the projects we are currently tracking at Recovery.org are related to infrastructure and 

transportation.   

With Recovery.org we have done precisely what the Administration has been 

encouraging with regard to government information: we took a large public dataset and turned it 

into something searchable and useful.  

The Complexity and Power of Data 

The potential economic and societal impacts of exposing government-wide data in 

standard formats are profound. However, the challenges with aggregating and presenting vast 

amounts of unstructured data in meaningful ways are many. The Federal government has made 

an effort in recent years to open some of its data coffers, some successfully and some 

unsuccessfully. While there has been significant progress at the Federal level as a result of the 

Coburn-Obama Act and USASpending.gov for tracking and reporting, the process of obtaining 

quick, accurate information about Federal spending remains difficult at best.  

The most interesting and beneficial information, however, is not in the coffers of the 

Federal government but in the highly fragmented State, Local and Education marketplace – data 

about the communities in which we all live. Attempting to add State and Local data to the mix 

only serves to magnify current visibility gaps. For State and Local levels of government, there is 

no ecosystem of interaction, no interoperability, and no single source of truth.  

To further complicate requirements for timely and standardized data collection from State 

and Local entities, many of these agencies perform a combination of essential services ranging 

from public safety to maintenance of physical infrastructure. Unlike the Federal government's 

established taxonomies for tracking spending on goods and services, there is no universally 

accepted standard across these highly fragmented State and Local governments. What initially 
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appears to be a relatively simple set of functional spending categories is not easily mapped to a 

common State-by-State, Municipality-by-Municipality view.  

For the moment let’s assume the data aggregation and standardization problems can be 

solved for Recovery fund tracking, or for that matter any other dataset such as TARP fund 

tracking. Consider the mashup possibilities with census data, campaign contribution results, 

crime statistics, or tax information, to name a few views, and imagine the level of citizen 

engagement that might be generated.  

Unleashing data, however, isn’t solely about transparency and accountability, nor solely 

about preventing waste, fraud and abuse, although much of the discussion has thus far centered 

around those laudable goals. It is also about economic development and prosperity. If executed 

well, the Recovery Act can not only have the expected direct impacts on the economy by 

infusing capital for stability and job creation, but by exposing more actionable data it can also 

have the ancillary benefit of creating new businesses and redirecting capital flows to more 

efficient channels. 

There are good precedents for this and the Administration has admirably taken a leading 

position on promoting widely available data feeds with the website Data.gov. They have used the 

Human Genome Project as a shining example of how unleashing data can lead to the greater 

good. In addition to this powerful National Institutes of Health example, other examples include 

the GPS industry created by the Department of Defense unleashing satellite data to the geospatial 

community, and the trillion dollar intellectual property licensing industry supported by data 

unleashed by the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office. If successful at democratizing large data 

sets and giving access to the public, Data.gov will likely also set an international gold standard 

for transparency.  

Without getting into deep technical details, suffice it to say that in order to maximize use 

and adoption the data must to be made available in formats with low barriers to use. There are 

excellent, free, non-proprietary formats such as XML, JSON, and YAML. There are other 
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standards such as XBRL which the Securities and Exchange Commission has adopted for 

electronically collecting financial results from companies.  

Search engines, user interfaces, and infrastructure are all key to a successful technology-

based product like Recovery.gov but the primary reason we were able to build Recovery.org in 

two weeks was our underlying, standardized taxonomy and data. Without the data none of the 

other technology would have mattered.  

Recommendations for Recovery.gov 

Representatives from OMB have previously testified that Recovery.gov receives 

hundreds of millions of hits, reaching 3,000 hits per second at one point. By any measure 

including those of online commercial enterprises it has been wildly successful. This is further 

emphasized by the traffic generated by Mr. Devaney’s recent National Dialogue on Information 

Technology Solutions online forum: 1.5 million visitors within the first 48 hours. These 

incredible volumes of traffic are emblematic of the intense public interest in engaging with their 

government via technology. Recovery.gov represents an opportunity to meld the culture of web 

innovation with the culture of citizen engagement.  

It is difficult at this point to evaluate Recovery.gov as a tracking mechanism for stimulus 

funds because very little data has been reported to OMB and the Recovery Accountability and 

Transparency Board thus far. As I have testified, it has taken our company more than 10 years to 

perfect the process of collecting large volumes of data in various formats and while I wouldn’t 

expect it to take that long to track Recovery Act funds, hurdles remain.  

I have several tactical and strategic suggestions for improving functionality and transparency 

on the site:  

(1) A project impacting so many aspects of the government is not undertaken without some 

level of risk. Data will never be perfect. Accept that and get on with it. Adopt an 

implementation framework that is designed for nimbleness, such as Agile Scrum, to facilitate 

speed.  
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(2) A good user experience is paramount to success. Consider the many needs of the 

audience and distill them into a few basic, representative personas around which the site can 

be designed. View transparency and accountability as a leading “brand” with constituent 

touch points, of which Recovery.gov is perhaps the most significant in terms of its appeal.  

(3) Define a simple common vocabulary for constituents, developers, Congress, the 

Administration, States and Cities. This should include terms like appropriation, obligation, 

approval, certification and award, among others. Establish a standard corpus of entities and 

information about them. With the vocabulary and the entities, begin to develop simple data 

architecture concepts.  

(4) Choose a basic data format as standard. This doesn’t require a significant amount of 

research as there are many excellent choices available; as long as an open, non-proprietary 

format is chosen it will be hard to go wrong.  

(5) An initial dataset is requisite. Get a centralized database up and running quickly and 

begin processing and standardizing larger volumes of data. It doesn’t need to be perfect, and 

the broad interest from the user community that has already been demonstrated will help to 

hone the approach.  

(6) Implement a basic search engine so that spending can be filtered by variables like 

geography, Federal Supply Codes, and program area. Provide businesses with an easy way to 

access projects on which they can bid; at a time when businesses are struggling, providing 

details of Recovery-funded projects serves to create and preserve jobs in local communities. 

With this, government agencies will get more qualified contractors bidding on contracts and 

as a result taxpayers will get more value for their dollar - a transparent system that is more 

efficient. 

(7) Operate a Recovery Act program assistance center to assist Federal, State and Local 

agencies with compliance, and assist potential recipients of funds by answering questions 

about securing grants or contracts. Learnings from this center should be used to inform 

further development of the site.  
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(8) As the data set grows, provide raw data feeds via APIs to the public at-large. It is not 

incumbent on the Federal government to create unique and interesting views of the data and, 

instead, by providing data to developers the public at-large can create engaging user 

experiences with the underlying data.  

(9) Look for best practices and pockets of innovation across the public and private sectors 

which can be adopted. To be successful this can’t be onerous on either State, Local and 

Education entities or the private sector contractors and subcontractors. It is also important to 

not create an inefficient parallel universe of data and systems. 

The benefits of allowing the public to have access to wide range of data, the tools to interpret 

it, and the conduit to build on it, are fundamental to achieving the goals of transparency and 

accountability. It is not unreasonable in my opinion to think Recovery.gov could have live, 

searchable data in a 30-to-45 day timeframe but the hundreds of millions of hits received at 

Recovery.gov will go to waste unless the data is available soon.    

The communication agency McCann-Erickson’s slogan “Truth Well Told” is an apt 

description of what I believe the Recovery.gov website can achieve. 

Conclusion 

With that, I’ll conclude by saying that while this may presently feel like an impossible 

task, there is an enormous opportunity to use Recovery Act tracking to usher in a new era of 

transparency, accountability and performance, and set the stage for generations to come in terms 

of engaging in a civic discourse with their government. There will also be a significant culture 

shift for many who work in the public sector, and the shift will be particularly pronounced at the 

State, Local and Education levels of government.  

The technology is available to turn Recovery.gov into the flagship for government 

transparency and accountability. We fully support the important goals that Congress and the 

Administration have outlined, and we will continue to serve in any way we can.  
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Thank you again for inviting me to testify here today, and I look forward to answering 

any questions that you might have.  
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